Increased salivary cortisol concentrations during chronic alcohol intoxication in a naturalistic clinical sample of men.
Cortisol, the primary glucocorticoid in humans, is intimately involved in the regulation of such varied and critical biological processes as emotion, cognition, reward, immune functioning, and energy utilization. A persistent increase in cortisol concentration as a result of chronic intoxication could therefore result in alcohol-related disorders such as sleep disruption, cognitive deficits, diabetes, and mood disturbances. Although moderate levels of acute alcohol ingestion are reported to produce an increase in cortisol levels, it is uncertain whether cortisol remains persistently increased during long-term chronic intoxication. Salivary cortisol and breath alcohol concentrations (BAC) were obtained on 73 subjects with primary alcohol dependence on initial presentation for treatment and 22 alcohol-dependent subjects participating in a residential treatment program. Both intoxicated alcohol-dependent subjects (n = 38) and nonintoxicated subjects in acute alcohol withdrawal (n = 30) demonstrated significantly increased salivary cortisol concentrations compared with abstinent subjects (n = 27; p < 0.001). Nonintoxicated subjects in acute withdrawal demonstrated significantly increased salivary cortisol concentrations compared with highly intoxicated subjects (BAC >100 mg/dl) but were similar to subjects with lower levels of intoxication (BAC, 10-100 mg/dl). Chronic alcohol-dependent subjects experience continuously increased concentrations of cortisol during both intoxication and withdrawal. Increased levels of cortisol during chronic intoxication seem to progressively increase with the onset of withdrawal. This suggests a daily cycle of hypercortisolemia during the active drinking phase, with further increases on the cessation of drinking and the emergence of withdrawal symptoms. Persistently increased levels of cortisol may extract a costly allostatic load, resulting in significant central nervous system and peripheral organ morbidity.